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ART. IV.—Some Notes on the Hermitage at Conishead 
Priory, Lancashire. By J. F. CURWEN, F.R.I.B.A. 

Read at Seascale, June 11th, 7902. 

THE desire in writing these notes is merely to place on 
record the curious little building hid amongst the 

woods of the Hermitage Hill overlooking Conishead 
Priory, which consists of a " mossy cell " and chapel. 

It is cruciform in shape, built up of large weather-
beaten blocks of limestone, rough and picturesque in 
appearance ; but a building one would think considerably 
more elegant than hermits were wont to construct for 
themselves. 

The entrance is by a massive-looking porch at the 
western end, 6 feet 9 inches deep, and roofed over with a 
pointed arch. There is no dripstone or label to this arch, 
and yet the effect of one is gained by a cunning row of 
small 32-inch stones placed neatly around the voussoirs. 
Above the arch the gable wall is carried higher up, but 
only some three feet thick, in the centre of which there is 
a deep niche for a statue. The floor of the porch is 
cobble paved, and amongst the stones some slates have 
been placed on edge so as to form the outline of a cross. 
The inner arch is likewise pointed and fitted with oaken 
cheeks, to which is hung, on ornamental wrought-iron 
hinges, the door cased over with sheet iron. The lock 
has gone. 

The cell measures internally 15 feet 9 inches by 9 feet 
g inches, and at the southern end there is a fireplace, 
linteled over by one large and naturally-arched weather-
beaten limestone. There are four small windows, one on 
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either side of the fireplace and one on either side of the 
porch, fitted with iron casements, and outside these again 
each has a wooden shutter (fenestrce ligneæ), also cased 
over with iron. Besides these there is another larger 
window opening on the northern wall, now fitted with a 
modern frame ; but lying close by on the floor is the 
iron-cased shutter to fit the opening. 

The remains of a wooden bedstead are still to be seen, 
and the upright head and foot pieces, cleverly made out 
of naturally-curved posts, are well worthy of a close 
inspection. Lying on the floor is a massive cross of red 
sandstone, 5 feet 9 inches in length, but broken. 

The door into the chapel is comparatively modern, 
because it is made of deal boarding bead jointed together ; 
and yet it is cased in the same kind of old rusty broken- 

•-TiZ4.1D2 rr~ar CniDLIeAD 1A/1C.  c15  

iron sheeting as the other doors. The chapel measures 
internally 17 feet 4 inches by 7 feet 8 inches, and has at 
the eastern end an altar boxed up with flat stones raised 
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upon two freestone steps. The front of this altar is 
quatrefoil cusped, and looks of a much more modern date. 
Jopling, in his Sketch of Furness and Cartrnel, page 146, 
mentions a stained-glass window in which the subject of 
the Annunciation was well depicted. 

The whole of the building has been reroofed, yet the 
slates are again covered with thick vegetation ; indeed, 
there is a sapling some four or five feet high growing 
luxuriantly upon it. Close beside there is one of those 
deep grotto declivities into the limestone rock, very similar 
to the others found in the North Lonsdale district, which 
may have been dug out for a place of refuge in time of 
danger. 

Without further knowledge I do not think it is possible 
to give any idea as to either the age or the history of the 
building. 

[NOTE.—Our member, Mr. Harper Gaythorpe, F.S.A. (Scot.), 
contributes the following information upon this subject :- 

" Dr. T. K. Fell, of Barrow-in-Furness, tells me that about 1868 
the Hermitage had a little stained glass in a small window, and 
there were the remains of ruins of other buildings near. Before 
then, Dr. Fell's father remembered (so he told him) that about 1820 
Colonel Braddyll kept an old man as a hermit at the Hermitage. 
He was there for about zo years, during which time he never had 
his hair or nails cut. Dr. Fell's father recollected the old man, who 
came from Bardsea, and the Colonel kept him as a curiosity; he also 
kept a tame lion in a building known in 1847  as the " Dog Kennel." 
Mr. Coward, of Ulverston, one of our members since 1884, also says 
that Col. Braddyll kept the hermit as a sort of show. No mention 
is made of the Hermitage before 1843, when Jopling's Furness and 
Cartmel, p. 161, says :—` It possesses a habitable apartment and a 
chapel, etc. On the same hill are the ruins of a castle, etc., partly 
modern, a small circular tower is however covered with ivy, which 
must have been the growth of centuries.' In 1847, Hermitage and 
Grotto' are named on the six-inch Ordnance map of Lancashire." 

Mr. Gaythorpe suggests that some time after 1821, when Colonel 
Braddyll had the artificial gable erected on Chapel Island, he had 
this Hermitage made habitable for his sham hermit, and that the 
weather-beaten blocks of limestone of which the cell is built may 
have been obtained from the grotto. 
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But was there a Hermitage before Col. Braddyll's freak ? There 

was a chapel on Chapel Island before he erected artificial ruins, 
and it is mentioned by West and Wordsworth (Prelude, x.) There 
was a Priory before the present structure (1821-22), and before the 
rebuilding mentioned by West (1774).  It is certain that there were 
remains of building on the site of the tower, and Dr. Fell speaks of 
ruins near the Hermitage. It would be hasty to conclude that no 
Hermitage existed in ancient times, though we have not yet found 
record of one. But, then, we have no history of Conishead Priory ; 
and it is possible that some traces and traditions induced the 
Colonel to build this " mossy sell." 

If so, may not the cave have been the original hermitage, and 
may not the little building be a late concession to luxury ? Hermits' 
caves, with buildings added, are found elsewhere. Many tourists 
in Switzerland will remember the Beatenhöhle, a cave on the Lake of 
Thun, with a spring in it and ruined remains of a chapel adjoining; 
and at the Church of Beatenberg, on the hill above, the old verses 
giving the story of St. Beatus, the nobleman aus Engelland," who 
first preached the Gospel in these parts. Again, above St. Maurice 
in the Valais. the hermitage of Notre Dame du Scez " (Saxum) is 
still, I believe, in use : it is a well-built chapel in front of one of the 
many caves in the limestone precipice ; another of the caves is the 
" Grotte aux Fées," nearly two miles long, with stalactites, dedicated 
to fairies and trippers, not saints and hermits. On the Lake of 
Annecy there is quite a cluster of similar hermitages ; above the 
Abbey of Talloires is the well-known cave of St. Germain, who is 
said in the inscription to have been a Savignian monk and prior of 
this abbey in 989, and to have died about moo A.D. Particulars of 
this saint, and the associated hermits Ruph, Ismion, Isinidon, and 
Bompar, are given in a volume by the Canon V. Brasier (Annecy, 
188o). The limestone districts, with their caves, afforded convenient 
opportunities for this form of religious devotion. In later times it 
was not uncommon for the site of an early hermitage to be occupied 
by distinguished heads of monastic bodies, either temporarily or as 
a place in which to end their days; and, as time went on, hermitages 
were made more comfortable. For instance, the commune of 
Sachseln, near Sarnen (Unterwalden), built a cell and chapel for 
the famous hermit Nicolas von der Flüe (died 1487). In Cumberland 
we have the instance of Roger's hermitage at Ilekirk (twelfth 
century), tenanted afterwards by Abbot Adam of Holme Cultram in 
1223 ; and Wetheral Safeguards, perhaps St. Constantine's retreat 
in the sixth century, but built up into more habitable shape about 
the fourteenth century.—En.] 
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